RUPTURE

"No, it's simply appalling; there's nothing suitable and nothing fits.
I don't know what I'm going to do."

" In that case you'll have to resign yourself to the dress provided by
the theatre/' said Simon, looking at his watch.

He had spent a quarter of an hour visiting the establishment. It
would take him five minutes to be driven back to the Ministry.

Madame Merlier, who had shown Sylvaine six dresses and was now
conscious of the beginnings of a scene, said quickly: "Wait a minute,
I'll show you 'Mille Feuilles.' I'm quite sure it's what you want
Germain is mad about the dress; it's his masterpiece."

Madame Merlier's smile showed white, even teeth. It was an in-
stantaneous smile which she could switch on and off, keep in place for
ten minutes at a time, or dispel in a second; it made no difference to
the expression of the rest of her face.

There were sounds of prolonged applause from the big salon.

"Listen, that's the dress being shown," said Madame Merlier.

Then her smile disappeared as though wiped off with a rubber
and she called through the open door: "Tell Marie-Ange not to undress
and to come here at once!"

A moment later Marie-Ange came in, dressed in superimposed layers
of organdie in pastel shades of all the colours of the spectrum. It was
as if a slice of the rainbow had been imprisoned.

"You see, Germain wanted to create a garden-party dress," explained
Madame Merlier, replacing her smile, "that would set the fashion for
the Exhibition dresses. It's the dress of the year. It's really a very,
very pretty thing, at once rich and light, suitable for a great actress
such as yourself to make an entrance on the stage. It's worthy of
you."

Sylvaine looked at it, thought about it, imagined herself in her part.

"What do you think of it, Simon?" she asked.

"Really very pretty," Simon replied, looking Marie-Ange straight
in the eyes, which made her blush slightly.

Unfortunately it was impossible to copy the dress within forty-eight
hours. Unless Germain was prepared to lend the model.. .

"I'll put it on at once," said Sylvaine, "You've still got a moment,
darling?"

"Yes, a very short moment," said Simon without ceasing to gaze at
Marie-Ange, as if he wished her to understand: "It's for you Fm
staying."

For decency's sake, he went to the other side of the velvet curtain,
while Sylvaine and Marie-Ange undressed and Madame Merlier called
a fitter.

And suddenly Sylvaine saw in the looking-glass Simon's eyes staring
through a gap in the curtains that had not been properly closed. They
were moving backwards and forwards between her back and the
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